In chapter seven of Our Mutual Friend, Silas Wegg takes a walk through Clerkenwell on his way to read The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire to the Boffins. On the way he stops at a 'little dark greasy shop', with a 'muddle of objects vaguely resembling pieces of leather and dry stick, but among which nothing is resolvable into anything distinct […] and two preserved frogs fighting a small-sword duel. In one sense this is yet another in the parade of Dickens's great comic lists, an enumeration of assorted and incongruous grotesque objects for the pleasure of the effect.
seeing this as a novel written by a reader of Darwin and formed out of that reading, in this account of Our Mutual Friend Darwin's work stands at some distance. 5 Instead, I focus on the imaginative implications of the idea of evolution by natural selection, and especially the emotional impact of Darwin's vision of the natural world. Although, as many have been at pains to point out, for Darwin the natural world is beautiful and wondrous it is also pitiless, driven by random chance and contingency, purposeless, full of unredeemed deaths. 6 A skit by E.S. Dixon published in the Cornhill Magazine in 1862 gives a sense of the reception of these aspects of Darwin's work in his wider culture. In 'A Vision of Animal Existences' the narrator meets two disreputable characters, Natural Selection, a formidable woman in a bright blue Phrygian cap with a gold life-preserver, and her son, Struggle for Life: 'his eyes were luminous like a cat's in the dark; his canine teeth were short, strong tusks; his fingernails were retractable talons; his tunic was the colour of in Our Mutual Friend shaped by an underlying ideal structure successively realised in a progression of homological forms. Unlike Paley's Natural Theology (1802), which saw the book of nature as an analogue to divine Scripture, Naturphilosophie saw the world as a dynamic and changing entity, driven by transcendent forces, often in terms of polar forces in eternal conflict with one another. As Germany was the centre of physiological research in the mid-nineteenth century, it is not surprising that Owen was in touch with German scientists. In his own field, he was particularly influenced by the leading Naturphilosoph Lorenz Oken, who had developed a systematic theory of animal morphology, first published in 1810 as Lehrbuch der Naturphilosophie. For Oken, transcendent principles underlay the forms and development of animals, with each part of the animal's anatomy forming a homology to its body as a whole. Oken's 'transcendental morphology' was formative in Owen's thinking about the relations between species in this decade.
Transcendental morphology was the idea that related species were modifications of an original archetype and that, though each species differed from its original, earlier species, the idea of the archetype would be visible in the skeletal and muscular forms of each separate species in the shape of homologies between the forms. Similarities in joints or skull-shapes, for instance, pointed to the existence of a transcendent, divinely originated archetype that had been modified as the species changed and progressed; these modifications were inherent in the original, archetypal form as its transcendent idea. Owen ended his lecture, On the Nature of Limbs (1849), which dealt with the homologies between legs and fins, with a ringing endorsement of the metaphysical and idealist implications of his work:
Now, however, the recognition of an ideal Exemplar for the Vertebrated animals proves the knowledge of such a being as Man must have existed before Man appeared. For the Divine mind which planned the Archetype also foreknew all its modifications. The Archetypal idea was manifested in the flesh, under divers such modifications, upon this planet, long prior to the existence of those animal species that actually exemplify it. This is very different from conventional Natural Theological thinking, which was steadfastly opposed at this stage to evolution, even in this divinely planned, progressivist form. When Owen prevailed upon the Ray Society to publish a translation of Oken's Lehrbuch der Naturphilosophie in 1847 a scandal ensued and Owen was quickly forced publically to distance himself from Oken's dangerous ideas. 16 Nevertheless, his influence did live on in another controversy in which Owen was involved. Oken was the originator of the term 'primordial slime' (Urschleim) to describe the condition of the emergence of the very first life forms, and the origins of life were a matter of intense scientific debate in the 1850s and 1860s. 17 As James Strick has shown in Sparks of Life the extensive debate over the possibility of the spontaneous generation of life ab nihilo was hotly debated in these decades, and that the question of spontaneous generation was a highly political one in London scientific circles of these decades.
Opponents of evolution, especially those who cleaved to the tenets of Natural Theology, Owen's interest in physiology also meant that he followed one of the other key developments of the mid-century: the debate over Schwann's cell theory. If life was not a touch of the divine, neither was it merely the workings of the animal machine.
And these questions were not merely theoretical or limited to a specialised professional audience. They had, for example, considerable bearing on the panic over live burial that gripped Europe in the 1850s onwards.
Because it was so difficult to certify that death has categorically taken place, the debate over live burial involved questions about what actually constitutes life, and this led directly to the formulation of the concept of 'brain death' as a final arbiter of the mortal process. 20 There was a considerable backwash from these debates into both elite and popular 28 But it is significant that it is love that Boffin is traducing as merely the meaningless competition and mating of animals, for really it is love that is at the centre of the Boffins' redemptive plan for Bella. She is really to learn to love John Rokesmith, and to love him without concern for money or society; and, of course, she does. Her reward is a triumphant return to the refurbished and renewed Harmony Jail/Boffin's
Bower that is to be her home, a bower of true harmony and love. As she ascends the stairs towards where Mr and Mrs Boffin are waiting to embrace her, she and John come to 'a charming aviary, in which a number of tropical birds, more gorgeous in colour than the flowers, were flying about; and among those birds were gold and silver fish, and mosses, and water-lilies, and a fountain, and all manner of wonders' (748 conceived a design, I should speedily abandon it, exhausted by the operation.' (292) And whereas the Boffin plot is peppered with images of animation and re-animation in Venus's shop and its transmutations, the other half of the story has the Thames, not so much a
Jordan in which one is baptised to new life, as another Styx, a river from which one is lucky to emerge alive at all:
And as the great black river with its dreary shores was soon lost to her view in the gloom, so she stood on the river's brink unable to see into the vast blank misery of a life suspected, and fallen away from by good and bad, but knowing that it lay there dim before her, stretching away to the great ocean, Death. (77) In Lizzie's vision of the river Thames here, it becomes an almost unbearable symbol of an unredeemed, and unredeemable life: a life of misery and lovelessness that has nothing at its end but death. 'A final word before I go. This is the right course of a true man, Eugene. And I solemnly believe, with all my soul, that it Providence should mercifully restore you to us, you will be blessed with a noble wife in the preserver of your life, whom you will dearly love.' (723)
It is notable that Eugene's love for Lizzie is projected into the future, as something that will come because she is a noble wife, not as the centre of their life together (although his love for her may grow out of her love for him). And it is equally significant that the novel imagines no domestic space for them, for Dickens can't get them into one of his ideal homes. (Indeed, it is easy to see why. Lizzie would always be going to bed early, and
Eugene always staying up late with Mortimer, who's always visiting, in the library.) In this half of the novel, in which patterning and design do not work, the redemptive power of love cannot hold. There is no imaginative space for versions of Mr Venus's shop in Lizzie and Eugene's marital home.
In the penultimate chapter, Jenny Wren receives a visit from Sloppy, mangleturner turned cabinet-maker. Sloppy offers to make the dolls' dressmaker a cabinet for her scraps of material, and she tells him 'I accept your offer. -I suppose He won't mind… Him who is coming to court and marry me.' (788-89), and Sloppy leaves, saying 'and here's both my hands, Miss, and I'll soon come back again.' (789) It is just the merest,
